Gilles' banking and investment activities were to lead him into even deeper financial distress and by 1844, he and his company, now in association with the Archer brothers, were insolvent. James Scott wrote, "In the papers you will see L. W. Gilles as insolvent his private debts are near £27,000 -& that of the bank of Archers Gilles and Coy are about £44,000 -they have got 12 months to pay it up -& it is supposed they will be hard up to meet this" 6 . These problems may in part explain Gilles' actions in June 1842, when he and Pugh were at loggerheads over a lost letter. Even at that time, Gilles' need of ready cash may have been so great as to make him a desperate man.
In June 1842 Gilles' wife wrote to Mrs Pugh, inviting her and Dr Pugh to an evening entertainment and ball. To Mrs Gilles' surprise, Pugh and his wife neither responded to the invitation nor attended the ball. Mrs Gilles mentioned this discourtesy to a friend, Mr Connolly, and said that she found this very strange. The following morning Connolly brought the complaint to the attention of Dr Pugh 7 . Pugh immediately wrote a brief note to Gilles. Pugh has made a major mistake which would return to confront him. He failed to ask Mrs Pugh's maid if she knew anything of the letter before asserting that "no member of my establishment is aware of the delivery of such a note".
Gilles responded immediately but the tone of his letter suggests that he was ready to take offence and was determined to score a point. On the grapevine, Pugh has now heard that Gilles has lodged a complaint about him with the Secretary of the Launceston Club, of which they are both members. The club met regularly in the now demolished Club Hotel in Brisbane Street, Launceston.
Rule 17 of the club's constitution stated, "Any member wilfully infringing the rules and regulations of the club, or whose conduct, in or out of the club, after his election, shall, in the opinion of the committee, be derogatory to his station in society shall be subject to expulsion".
Pugh is clearly incensed that he should be treated in this way and fires off a letter to Gilles demanding to know if this rumour is true. Pugh did not receive a reply from Gilles but enquiry at the Launceston Club confirmed his fears. The club secretary had received a letter from Gilles. The letter was short and to the point but it was clear that Gilles was intent on turning a minor incident into a major storm. When Pugh heard of this he was clearly upset. Later that evening he woke a friend, Mr Sinclair, who was on the club committee, and at midnight asked Sinclair to attend Gilles at home and demand satisfaction. In other words, Pugh challenged Gilles to a duel. Sinclair delivered the message and Gilles, having consulted several military gentlemen of his acquaintance, was eventually persuaded to reject Pugh's challenge.
It appears that Gilles was more than anxious to meet Pugh in a duel. The Launceston Examiner commented, with a touch of irony, that "Captains Stuart and Gardiner would have told the court, if they had been called as witnesses, what they have testified elsewhere: that the plaintiff looked on powder and shot with as much complacency as on sovereigns and dollars; that no war horse dashed forward with more vehemence to the conflict, than he, armed for the fight; that the plaintiff required no spur, but when told to stop, stopped and to retreat, retreated; and having heard the laws of honour expounded by gentlemen who could judge of honour by a glance, returned to the desk of the financier, and exchanged the pistol for the pen, without one murmur or one peevish regret" 8 . Gilles then received a letter from the Secretary of the Launceston Club which must have angered him. "The committee having taken into consideration the charge brought by Mr. L. W. Gilles against Mr. W. R. Pugh, and carefully examined the evidence produced, are unanimously of opinion that the charge has not been borne out."
At this point emotions of the parties involved, including many club members, were at boiling point. A number of club members who were offended by Gilles' actions resigned from the club because he had been allowed to remain a member. In their evidence at the trial, they stated that it was their intention to "cut" Gilles in the street because of his behaviour.
Because of his apparently impetuous and stubborn character, Pugh was not content to let the matter rest when the club committee dismissed Gilles' accusations. It must be remembered however, that only a few weeks later Pugh found himself charged with manslaughter, following the death of a patient on whom he had operated for obstructed hernia in November 1841 9 . He would have been aware at this time that Dr Haygarth, who made the complaint against him, had been seeking witnesses to support his accusation against Pugh. It is not hard to imagine that Pugh would have been under great stress and his better judgement may have deserted him at this time.
In any case, Pugh decided that he would post a notice in the club-house, which he did, stating that, "Mr. Gilles had accused him of tergiversation and of actions derogatory to the character of a gentleman, which he had failed to prove, and as he would neither give him an explanation nor a meeting, (in fact a duel) he was a liar and a coward".
Pugh posted a similar notice on the front door of the Launceston Club, to be seen by all who passed along Brisbane Street. At this point, so many members of the Launceston Club resigned that it was dissolved. It was not reestablished until 40 years later, in 1880.
On Thursday, 6 October 1842, The Chief Justice, Sir John Pedder, presided over a hearing in the Supreme Court in Launceston, with a jury of 12 men, in which defamation and libel were alleged. Gilles was the plaintiff and Pugh the defendant. Gilles claimed the astonishing sum of £2000 as damages. It is not unreasonable to assume that Gilles saw this as an opportunity to claw back funds to ameliorate his imminent insolvency.
All of the dirty linen mentioned above was paraded before the court. Despite an eloquent and impassioned address and plea to the court by Pugh's friend and counsel, Mr Macdowell, Sir John Pedder was not impressed. In his address to the jury Sir John said, "as the publication was admitted, the only question for their consideration was the amount of damages due to the plaintiff; to impute a man that he was a coward and a liar was undoubtedly libellous, but he, the Chief Justice, could not help expressing his deep regret that trifles should have broken up a club which he thought likely to be useful to the community and promote harmony in society".
After a few minutes consultation, the jury "returned into court with a verdict for the plaintiff -damages, ONE FARTHING". A farthing was a quarter of one penny and the lowest denomination of currency at the time. It is clear that despite Pugh's acknowledged guilt, the jurymen's sympathies lay with Pugh. The award of a farthing, rather than the claimed £2000, was both a financial setback and a snub to Gilles, who was clearly not the most popular person in Launceston. It is possible of course, and perhaps even probable, that some of the jurors had undeclared debt, owed money to Gilles and were keen to seize the opportunity to put him in his place.
The Cornwall Chronicle reported that the Jury added a rider to its verdict 10 . "We noticed a peculiarity in this case, namely, that the foreman in delivering the verdict, expressed the desire of the jury that each party should pay his own costs, thereby intimating a wish to set at rest the question at issue, as also an implication that although faults had existed, neither party could claim an exemption from blame." This indicates that the jury believed that Gilles had brought much of this on himself and rather than Pugh meeting Gilles' costs, as would normally happen, Gilles should bear his own costs.
The case created great interest and controversy in Launceston. Both the Cornwall Chronicle and the Launceston Examiner subsequently published editorial comment about the character and behaviour of the two gentlemen involved and the merits or otherwise of duelling as the means to settle a dispute.
1842 was not a good year for either Pugh or Gilles. Pugh had to face two more court cases 9 and Gilles financial ruin 6 .
